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Success with processing tar sands in Canada and the damage caused by the oil 
spill in the Gulf of Mexico are causing companies to look further afield for these 
land-based sources. Nigel Williams reports.
New focus on tar sandsBy many analyses, we shall soon be 
approaching ‘peak oil’ production — 
the time when annual output begins 
to stall in the face of ever-increasing 
demand. Oil companies are therefore 
increasing efforts to locate new 
sources and, in the face of the 
large-scale environmental problems 
caused by the failure of a deep-drilling 
operation in the Gulf of Mexico, the 
successful development of Canada’s 
tar sands has triggered a rush by Shell 
and other oil companies to set up 
similar operations in Russia, Congo, 
and even Madagascar, a report 
published last month reveals.
Soaring crude oil prices and a 
growing shortage of drilling sites have encouraged the energy industry to 
look at a series of ‘unconventional’  
hydrocarbon deposits, threatening 
vulnerable environment and 
communities in places such as 
Jordan, Morocco, as well as the US, 
Friends of the Earth say in a review 
titled Tar sands: fuelling the climate 
crisis.
The report came just ahead of 
Shell’s annual general meeting and on 
the day Ceres, a coalition of investors 
and environmentalists, launched its 
survey warning that Canadian tar 
sands extraction could pose an even 
bigger risk to an oil company share 
price than the US rig disaster, which 
knocked $30 billion off the value of BP.Tar sands and oil shale are 
considered by green groups to be 
more damaging than normal oil 
operations because extraction is 
energy and water intensive. 
“Tar sands — bitumen that is 
extracted and upgraded to produce 
synthetic crude — has been heavily 
criticised for its poor environmental 
and social outcomes, locally and 
globally. Canada is currently the 
only major centre of production but 
investment is expanding, including 
by European companies such as BP, 
Shell, Total, and ENI,” the report says.
The group wants the European 
Union to use its fuel quality directive 
to take into account the different 
carbon footprints of oil-based fuels 
entering the EU by assigning them a 
value to represent the strength of their 
greenhouse gas effect. Otherwise “it Spreading: Extraction of oil from tar sands is attracting growing interest as crude oil prices rise in spite of the environmental impact. (Photo: 
Silverstreak photo/Alamy.)
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of tar sands, putting vulnerable 
communities at risk, and will slow 
progress towards the EU’s wider 
climate and energy goals.”
BP is developing tar sands in 
Alberta and also Venezuela, the 
world’s second largest reserves after 
Canada.
Shell, which led the development 
in Alberta, has also been working 
with Tatneft to produce tar-sands 
crude in Tatarstan in the Russian Federation. ENI of Italy has signed an 
agreement with the energy ministry 
in Congo-Brazzaville to invest in tar 
sands, although it says it will not use 
the same methods used by others in 
Canada. 
BP and Shell contest claims by 
the Friends of the Earth and others 
that tar sands are up to five times as 
carbon intensive to exploit as normal 
crude. Shell says it hopes to mitigate 
the impact by using carbon capture 
and storage techniques.And potential environmental 
impacts of tar sands extraction 
are being put into perspective by 
the ongoing crisis in the Gulf of 
Mexico following the leak of oil after 
the explosion and sinking of the 
Deepwater Horizon drilling rig there in 
April.
The deep-sea site is providing 
unprecedented problems for BP, the 
owners of the pipeline, and the US 
government is determined that the 
company will pay all the clean-up and 
environmental costs.
And the news from the ruptured 
pipe continues to be gloomy. Initial 
efforts to cap the sites of the leak 
failed and subsequent efforts to insert 
a tube into the pipeline have managed 
to collect 5,000 barrels a day into a 
surface vessel, but oil continues to 
pour into the water.
“The visible plume escaping 
from the riser pipe has noticeably 
declined,” a BP spokesperson 
said, while acknowledging that it is 
impossible to give an exact measure 
of how much oil is still flowing into 
open water.
And new studies suggest the 
problem could extend outside the 
Gulf of Mexico. While Louisiana has 
already experienced oil washing 
ashore at environmentally sensitive 
sites, and states to the east as far as 
Florida are braced for the slick, an 
ocean current could take the oil out 
of the gulf and northwards up the 
eastern coast of the US.
Known as the Loop Current, 
a spokesperson for the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA), said that a 
thread of oil may have already entered 
the current.
The US and Cuba were in talks 
about how to tackle the spill given 
that the Loop Current could take the 
oil close to the north coast of Cuba 
before leaving the gulf and heading 
north in the Gulf Stream.
US government officials announced 
in mid-May that they were closing 
one fifth of federal waters in the Gulf 
to fishing due to the spill, creating 
a major blow to the Gulf’s lucrative 
seafood industry.
There was also controversy over 
plans to use oil-dispersant chemicals 
underwater — they are normally 
used at the surface — as the federal 
authorities were faced with the 
situation of choosing between the 
protection of the land versus the sea.
